Years of agony and joy: The Sadie and Xavier Herbert Collection by Farley, Simon




The University of Queensland’s Fryer Library is home to many fine literary vintages.
Established in 1927 as the J.D. Fryer Memorial Library of Australian Literature
in honour of a former Arts student and soldier in the Australian Imperial Force
(AIF), John Denis Fryer, the collection includes the papers of significant Australian
journalists, novelists and poets, including Ernestine Hill, John Forbes, David Mal-
ouf, Bruce Dawe, Thomas Shapcott, Peter Carey and Oodgeroo Noonuccal among
others.
One bottle worth sampling in this cellar of belles lettres is UQFL 83: the Sadie and
Xavier Herbert Collection, acquired by the Fryer Library in 1979 due to the close
friendship that had formed some years earlier between the writer Xavier Herbert
and Laurie Hergenhan, then a Reader in English Literature at the University of
Queensland. (Hergenhan’s papers, UQFL384, are also to be found in the Fryer).
Sadie Herbert’s collection of her husband’s papers, which arrived at the library
in her great travelling trunk, includes notebooks (referred to by Herbert as ‘literary
logs’), manuscript drafts, proofs and other papers, including correspondence and
photographs, relating to the dedicated and difficult years during which he wrote
Poor Fellow My Country. Herbert would later admit that ‘there was the joy in
what you had finished, but it was sheer agony doing it’.1
Herbert’s massive 850,000 word tome is the story of Jeremy Delacy and his
illegitimate, half-Aboriginal grandson, Prindy. The story is set in Northern Australia
in the late 1930s in the lead-up to World War II. The sprawling novel won the Miles
Franklin Award in 1975 and was described by Randolph Stow in the Times Literary
Supplement in 1976, after many lines of negative critique, as an Australian classic,
‘perhaps the Australian classic’.2 Herbert’s Capricornia was famously described by
H.G. Wells in 1939 as ‘the best written and finest spirited novel that has ever come
out of Australia’.3
Decanting and tasting UQFL 83 reveals earthy tones on the palate. As Hergenhan
has pointed out, Poor FellowMy Country’s main theme is the land and its meaning.
He quotes a letter to Sadie that shows how determined Herbert was to successfully
convey the spirit of place:
Now let me get on with the sketching. I want a landscape like N.T. [Northern
Territory]. In C [Capricornia] I had to disguise it: & in ‘Y.F.’ [‘Yellow Fellow’,
unpublished novel]. I was trying to make a fantasy of it. I don’t mean that now. I’ll
be able to make a definite place. It should be necessary to mention the metropolis
of the district as other than that, of just ‘town’, or ‘the port’. But such names as
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Figure 1
Fryer staff and guests examining the Sadie Herbert Collection, 1979. Left to right: Roslyn Follett, Sue
Smith, Joan Keating, Laurie Hergenhan, Margaret O’Hagan, Mary-Lyn Warden.
I give to places must be distinctive & memorable & somehow fitting . . . You
might think I’m being precious; but I feel it is necessary to deal with the matter
carefully, seeing that the landscape means so much.4
On the subject of the centrality of the land in Herbert’s writing, critic Geordie
Williamson writes that:
Herbert spent many months traversing the Gulf Country and the Dawson Ranges,
the Roper and Daly River regions, in an effort to map out the country of Poor
Fellow. This gypsy existence involved numerous solitary journeys in a four-wheel
drive, camping and composing under the stars. Sometimes, when inspiration over-
took, Herbert would leap from his car and run for miles in the landscape, collecting
topography and climate as though his entire body were a recording device . . . it
is fair to say that his descriptions of the landscape, flora and fauna are among the
book’s most arresting passages.5
Of course, it is the close connection of Indigenous Australians to the land in par-
ticular that is central to Poor Fellow My Country. However, Herbert’s depiction of
Aboriginal Australia has been criticised by Jeanine Leane as unnecessarily negative
and fatalistic, especially for a novel written during the 1960s and early 1970s.
Looking back on the history of Country and people from where I stand, these
decades were for us times of heightened activism, radical change and reasonable
optimism for our future . . . The 1946 Aboriginal Stockman’s Strike, the 1963
Yolngu Bark Petition, the 1966 Wave Hill Walk Off, 1965 Freedom Rides, the
1967 Referendum and the reestablishment of the Aboriginal Tent Embassy in
Queensland Review 97
https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/qre.2015.9
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. UQ Library, on 10 May 2018 at 22:48:47, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of use, available at
Collection review
Canberra in 1972 are all evidence of this. This raises the question: whose country
does Herbert see as poor in the face of such resilience?6
Geordie Williamson acknowledges these deficiencies, but concludes that:
If his attentions seem paternalistic in retrospect, or his knowledge of [I]ndigenous
culture incomplete or incorrect (he blithely elides aspects of Top End tribal
mythology when it suits his narrative purposes and draws on some dubious an-
thropological research), Herbert was far ahead of his time in recognising the equal
validity of Indigenous world views and in vociferously demanding land rights on
their behalf. For all their faults, his misreading’s and appropriations opened the
way for a more respectful and informed intercultural understanding.7
The question of whether Herbert’s work has matured with age was posed at a
recent panel discussion held at the University of Queensland Library to mark the
thirtieth anniversary of Herbert’s death on 10 November 1984. Does he continue
to be read or studied today? Perhaps the fact that Poor Fellow has been out of
print for a quarter of a century is partly an answer to that question. On a positive
note, the work has recently been reissued by Harper Collins with an introduction
by Professor Russell McDougall to mark its fortieth anniversary.
Anniversaries come and go, but the Fryer Library will preserve Sadie’s papers.
They are a fascinating record of the inner struggle of the writer to give voice to
a land and its stories. Such manuscript collections, echoing the definition of the
archive in the Justinian Code, ‘serve as a continuing memory of that to which they
attest’ — in this case, the agony and joy of artist creation.
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